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Information skills are essential in business contexts where information is plentiful and selecting, synthesising 
and leveraging that information in decision-making provides the competitive advantage. ‘Information 
literacy’ is considered to be one of the most important graduate attributes but do academic information 
skills translate into the business context?  What information skillsets should educators focus on providing 
students in order to best equip them for the workplace?  Interviews were conducted with employers and 
recent graduates working in Western Sydney. These conversations identified specific information tools, 
techniques and processes, which can inform practical curriculum innovations to assist business graduates to 
be work ready.  
Keywords: Workplace information skills; Information literacy; Data literacy; Decision making; Business 
students; Graduate employability 
Introduction 
Information literacy (IL) skills are often included in ‘graduate attributes’ as an essential competency of 
graduate students, preparing them for a successful career (Bundy, 2004).  Western Sydney University (WSU) 
defines the IL attribute as follows: “A Western Sydney University graduate … accesses, evaluates and uses 
relevant information to solve problems and to continue learning” (WSU, 2015).  Despite recognition of the 
importance of IL there are relatively few studies of the skills needed in the workplace (compared to studies 
of academic information skills) and even fewer which investigate the experiences and needs of graduates 
entering the workplace.  Head (2016 p. 2) suggests ‘This ‘information transition’ from college to real life may 
be one of the least understood challenges of the digital age.’  The Business Librarian and the Outreach 
Librarian of Western Sydney University, supported by academic colleagues from the School of Business, 
devised this project to investigate the information skills required in those workplaces in which our business 
graduates would be seeking employment.  Twelve working graduates and twelve employers with experience 
of supervising recent graduates were interviewed to inform more relevant and authentic IL skills support. 
Preliminary findings were reported in a conference paper (Jewell & Reading, 2016).  This project followed on 
from previous work focussed on ensuring that commencing students, many of the first generation in their 
family to study for a degree, were able to acquire the IL skills they needed to survive and thrive in an 
academic environment (see Hale and Reading, 2016 and Reading, 2016).  Having achieved some success in 
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supporting transition into the university our attention turned in this study to effective support for our 
students transitioning into the workplace.  
Context 
Western Sydney University is a large (44,000 students, 3,000 staff), relatively new (est. 1989), multi-campus 
urban university. It is committed to giving opportunities to the people of Western Sydney, as well as working 
with business, industry and government to foster the economic and social development of the region (WSU, 
2017). Western Sydney is an important economic area (the highest producer of GDP in Australia after Sydney 
CBD and Melbourne). Along with economic opportunities, there are significant levels of unemployment and 
social disadvantage. Health care and social assistance, retail, construction and manufacturing (in that order) 
are the largest employment sectors, although manufacturing, which used to be the largest, is in decline. 
Although the economy is expanding, there are concerns that it is not expanding quickly enough to support a 
rapidly increasing population in the region.  The WSU student profile mirrors the diversity of Western Sydney 
where migrant settlement patterns have created a vibrant cultural mix from 170 nations, with 38% of the 
population born overseas and 42% speaking a language other than English at home (WSU, Centre for 
Western Sydney, 2015; WSU, 2017; WSROC, 2016, 2017/8).  WSU recognises their students are 
“aspirational”, using education to “pursue progression in their social and economic status” (WSU, 2017, p. 2) 
with 63% being of the first generation in their family to attend university (WSU, 2017, p. 15). 
Review of the Literature   
How are information skills relevant to the workplace? 
Conley & Gill (2011) and Goldstein (2014) found employers did not usually recognise the concept of 
information literacy but once it was defined almost all valued it and agreed that it was an essential skill-set. 
Drucker (1969) highlighted the importance of information skills in the modern ‘knowledge economy’ where 
“the man or woman … applies to productive work ideas, concepts and information rather than manual skill or 
brawn” (p. 247).   Drucker (1999) later suggested that the “real new information revolution” would not be 
led by technology but by better understanding the “diagnostic” (p. 110) information needs of businesses in a 
constantly changing and competitive environment, identifying and leveraging opportunities and managing 
costs, cash-flow, supply chains, etc.  Cheuk (2017) links information skills with the concept of a learning 
organisation: “From strategic planning, innovation, sales, product development and customer service to 
business operations, knowledge workers have to interact with information, sometimes as individuals, 
sometimes as a team, to get their work done” (p. 135).  Bruce (1999) describes seven ‘faces’ or ways of 
experiencing information skills in the workplace and correlates these with processes such as environmental 
scanning, information management, corporate memory and R&D.   
What are the differences between academic and workplace information skills? 
The Research Skills Development Framework (RSDF) (University of Adelaide, 2006-), is one of the information 
literacy models used by the Western Sydney University Library to inform embedded support of information 
skills through scaffolding gradually more demanding and independent academic research activity.  Inskip 
(2014) and Williams (2014) suggest that information skills as described in such models do not translate into 
the workplace or prepare students well for work. For example, academic assignments are not good models 
for business projects where time pressures do not permit extensive research before reaching decisions 
(Goldstein, 2014).  Workplace information skills are also much more varied and ‘contextual’ than academic 
research, defined by the specific workplace environment and tasks assigned as well as the role and status of 
the individual worker. Lloyd (2011) has explored IL as a ‘situated practice’ involving initiation into the specific 
information landscape of a workplace and developing shared understandings about valid information.  Other 
studies have also emphasised the importance of the social dimension, such as collective meaning making 
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and using people as information sources (O’Farrill, 2010; Crawford & Irving, 2009). However, research into 
the experience of commencing students, e.g. ideas about ‘socio-cultural incongruity’ discussed by Devlin 
(2013), does suggest that there are some similarities between starting university and the adjustments 
needed by new employees.  IL supports developed at WSU focussed on the specifics of what new students 
needed to know to be successful, such as how to find out what academics wanted from an assignment or 
how to follow a prescribed referencing style (Reading, 2016). This research project was prompted by a 
similar interest in the specifics needed for graduates to successfully adapt to the environment of work.  
Do graduates have the information skills they need when transitioning into the workplace? 
Some studies have looked specifically at the information skills required of new graduates entering the 
workplace.  Project Information Literacy (Head et al.,2013), (Head, 2012; 2016) has been investigating the 
information competences required of US graduates.  Employers identified four skill gaps – graduates failed 
to engage with other team members when researching, they only looked online and did not utilise the range 
of information sources available, they struggled to analyse and synthesise the information found and they 
did not persist long enough for a deep understanding of an issue. Graduates expressed considerable anxiety 
about their ability to adapt to the workplace and described the challenges of time pressure, the lack of 
direction or guidance given to them and the need to ask colleagues for information. However, they also said 
they valued the information skills gained at university, specifically skills in evaluating, reading critically, 
synthesising key data from large volumes of information and using questions to structure an effective 
research strategy.  
Universities, employers and governments are all interested in how well universities prepare students for the 
workplace, although it is difficult to separate outcomes for information literacy.  Critical thinking and 
problem solving, for example, are integral to applied information literacy skills but are usually listed as 
separate graduate attributes (Oliver, 2013). If information skills are considered in the context of mastery of 
academic knowledge and critical thinking employers seem to feel that universities generally provide a good 
preparation. The Australian Employer Satisfaction Survey (University of Sydney, 2014) reported that 
supervisors were satisfied with graduate skills, particularly ‘foundation skills’ such as information literacy.  
However, employers responding to the Australian Graduate Outlook survey (Graduate Careers Australia, 
2016) suggested that universities should give students more opportunities for workplace experience. A 
Deloitte report (2017) which analysed job adverts and graduate profiles in LinkedIn found a gap in ‘soft skills’ 
such as digital skills, problem solving and communication skills. Wiley (2014) found a similar pattern in the 
UK where employers also reported that graduates lacked business awareness.  Additionally universities need 
to foster the social networking skills of graduates, essential for professional success (Bridgstock, 2016). 
Students can gain confidence in such generic skills through work integrated learning, developed in 
collaboration with industry (Freudenberg, Brimble, & Cameron, 2011).   
How should IL support be adapted so that it better prepares students for the workplace? 
Monge and Frisicaro-Pawlowski (2014) advocate that librarians and academic staff should work together to 
adapt information literacy to the needs of specific disciplines. This could be done by developing assignments 
which are more like the tasks required in the workplace, for example by exposing students to new 
technologies, incorporating social and collaborative learning as well as adopting inquiry-based learning 
approaches where students are posed authentic problems.  Business students value employability skills but 
need to have connections made explicit in the academic curriculum so they can see the links to the 
workplace (Jackson, 2013).  Problem-based learning, similar to the real-world research tasks encountered in 
the workplace, can make students engage more deeply with learning as they apply information to finding 
answers rather than just locating sources (Diekema, Holliday and Leary, 2011).  Canziani and Tullar (2017) 
found consulting projects could support the development of information and critical thinking skills in 
students.   Manning Fiegan (2011) provides a number of examples of library staff supporting assignments 
which mimic real-life workplace experience in her review of best practice business information literacy 
programs. She particularly emphasises the importance of librarians collaborating with teaching staff.  Hicks 
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(2015) incorporated videos of workplace interviews, reflection and discussion, and PLE (personal learning 
environments) in order to expose students to workplace information environments. Griffis (2014) describes 
various projects organised jointly with businesses, such as student managed investment funds and 
consulting for business.  A focus group study at Deakin University (Jorre de St Jorre & Oliver, 2017) found 
students welcomed advice from employers and recent graduates and valued work experience.  Librarians 
and career services together could also offer training to job-hunting students in using a personal social media 
profile and researching target businesses (Wiley, 2014).   
A number of other studies have undertaken research to inform more relevant information skills programs. 
Sokoloff (2011) interviewed employers at James Madison University to understand better their workplace 
information environment and found the most commonly used sources included industry and company 
information, specialist regulatory, legal and standards information as well as consumer data.   Research tools 
included Google and social media and there tended to be little or no budget to purchase information.  
Heinrichs and Lim (2010) found office software competencies are essential prerequisites for information 
literacy in the workplace and should be included in university curriculum.  Gilbert (2017) analysed 
recruitment adverts for marketing students to identify relevant information skills (e.g. data management) 
which would inform tailored and contextualised information skills support.  Carbery (2017) suggests 
traditional academic library database training sessions fall far short of what is needed to equip graduates for 
the real world and current political challenges, highlighting the importance of information skills in a ‘post 
truth world’. Information literacy could be reframed as ‘metaliteracy’ to accommodate the skills needed in a 
complex digital and multimedia environment, particularly in terms of sharing and contributing information 
through online social networks (Mackey & Jacobson, 2011).   
 
A recent Gartner trend insight report by Logan (2018) suggests that the emerging data revolution requires 
organisations to develop data literacy, data analytics and artificial intelligence skills as a priority to maintain 
any competitive advantage, with poor data literacy being a significant impediment to business success.    
Data literacy is defined in the report as: “the ability to read, write and communicate data in context, 
including an understanding of data sources and constructs, analytical methods and techniques applied, and 
the ability to describe the use case, the application and business value” (p. [2]). The report suggests that 
professionals need to be educated in providing data driven solutions, products and services but also to be 
able to ‘speak data’ as their second language in order facilitate communication across a business. 
Ramakrishnan et al. (2017) also identify data skills as a top priority for business and link them with business 
intelligence, which transforms data into meaningful information to support decision-making.   
What is the difference between information literacy and data literacy?  The Macquarie Dictionary Online 
(2017) defines ‘data’ as facts, figures or statistics whereas ‘information’ is linked to transfer of knowledge, 
informing or being informed.  Academic librarians, as evidenced by information literacy models such as the 
Australian Research Skills Development Framework (2006), have tended to focus on the use of ‘information’ 
and more specifically scholarly information sources rather than less processed ‘data’, apart from some 
discussion of research data management (e.g. Shorish, 2015). Recent studies suggest librarians should 
leverage their experience with embedding information skills to support the data literacy skills in demand by 
employers (Maybee et al., 2015; Macy & Coates, 2016).  For example, Macy and Coates (2016) describe a 
workshop where students use library databases to find data on business competitors and learn data 
interpretation skills.  Other specialists, such as computer scientists and information system managers, are 
also needed to support related digital data skills.  Schuff (2017) describes a new cross-disciplinary 
undergraduate data literacy course, which includes information literacy, critical thinking and communication 
skills as well as data visualisation.  Dichev and Dicheva (2017) suggest that all undergraduates now need to 
learn data science skills including enough computer programming to understand data specialists.  Bradford 
(2018) however emphasises that data literacy is not so much about technical skills as understanding what 
data is available and what questions to ask to meet a business need, which makes it similar to information 
literacy. Stonebraker (2016) recommends that librarians reframe IL teaching to focus on evidence-based 
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decision making, such as exploring bias and frameworks for integrating information into business decisions, 
rather than just how to extract information from databases. The distinction between data and information, 
and whether a decision is based on verbal communication, a textual source or spreadsheet data is probably 
not important.  Graduates require the skills in evaluating and applying information and data, which will 
enable positive business outcomes and their career success. 
Research Methodology 
Our overarching research question was ‘What information skillsets should educators focus on providing to 
students in order to best equip them for the workplace?’   
In order to answer that we sought to find out specifically: 
 What information skills are of practical value to graduates entering the workforce in Western Sydney 
and their employers?  
 To what extent do the information literacy skills currently taught at university transfer to the 
workplace or need to be adapted? 
This is a qualitative research project drawing on phenomenology (Marton, 1994; Forster, 2017; Bruce, 1999) 
to develop a better understanding of information literacy in the workplace by gathering ideas and stories of 
the research participants.  There were 24 research participants including 12 graduates and 12 employers 
with experience of supervising graduates. Each was interviewed in order to elicit descriptions of their 
experience of the information environment and skills required in their specific business contexts in Western 
Sydney, where our graduates are working or were likely to be seeking employment. Refer to Table 1 below 
for demographics of research participants. 
Table 1: Background of graduates and employers interviewed 
Graduates Work Environment M/F Employers Work Environment M/F 
G1 Human resource management role  - 
medium enterprise credit union 
F E1 Manager and company director - joinery 
supplier and a business advisory company  
M 
G2 Communications officer - 
representative body for community 
organisations (not for profit) 
F E2 Volunteering officer responsible for 
organising work experience for students - 
university staff member 
F 
G3 Organisational change manager and 
start-up entrepreneur - university 
sector 
M E3 Supervisor role in communications and 
marketing team - disability support services 
(not-for-profit) 
F 
G4 Project officer - student support service 
in university  
F E4 Recruitment officer - white collar 
recruitment firm 
M 
G5 Support services officer  - childcare and 
health services (not for profit) 
M E5 Freelance marketing consultant -  marketing 
and brand management industry – also 
teaching academic  
M 
G6 Financial planner – financial services 
organisation  
M E6 Strategic development manager - 
representative body for community 
organisations (not-for-profit) 
F 
G7 Client service support role - 
government department   
M E7 Human resource manager - marketing 
company – also teaching academic 
F 
G8 Administrative role - paper merchant 
business 
F E8 Senior staff development manager - large 
media organisation 
F 
G9 Retail and manufacturing roles – now 
working in IT firm and current student  
M E9 Management consultant -  IT industry - also 
teaching academic 
M 
G10 Cost accountant - wholesale supplier to 
fast food franchises 
M E10 Finance manager – large university – also 
teaching academic 
M 
G11 Tax consultant  - financial services 
organisation 
M E11 Business advisor - accounting business 
advisory firm 
M 
G12 Start-up entrepreneur - new 
technology start-up 
M E12 Accountant and  partner – large tax and 





After receiving approval from Western Sydney University Human Research Ethics Committee (ORS Ref 
H11278) recruitment for research participants commenced. The recruitment strategy for this project was the 
use of faculty professional business and email contacts to find people working in Western Sydney in a range 
of commercial, government, university, and not-for-profit organisations. Some of the participants provided a 
dual perspective in this research as university teachers as well as employers. Graduate research participants 
were employed at a range of levels, some junior; others were postgraduate students currently working in 
senior management positions. All graduates had graduated within the last 3 years from Western Sydney 
University. More information on research participants and a summary of their workplace information 
context is in Appendix 1.  
 
Data Collection  
Face to face interviews were used drawing on open ended questions as prompts to encourage participants 
to discuss their experiences of information literacy in the workplace; what activities required research or 
finding information; what information tools or resources are used; what skills are needed and how 
information is evaluated, managed and stored. Research participants were also asked about their 
understanding of what information literacy means and how it might be relevant, whether university 
prepared students well for the workplace in terms of information and other skills and what could be 
improved. All interviews were audio recorded, transcribed and checked by the researchers for accuracy. For 
identification and anonymity, each participant’s transcription was labelled (G) for graduate and (E) for 
employer and numbered (G1, E1… etc. as per Table 1). See Appendix 2 for specific interview questions. 
Transcripts of four of the interviews are available in the WSU Data Repository (Jewell et al., 2017). 
Analysis 
The analysis of the data used an interpretive reporting style, consistent with the ‘thematic analysis’ 
guidelines outlined by Braun and Clarke (2008). The research themes emerged inductively from the data. 
Initially, the principal researchers read all the interview transcripts and then divided the task of coding the 
transcripts amongst the research team. In the first round of analysis all the researchers wrote hand notes on 
their allocated transcripts highlighting specific points that related to the research questions. The second 
round of analysis was a review of these notes allowing the principal researchers to each draw up separate 
lists of potential themes. These themes were discussed among the research team and identification of the 
themes of the most value to the research questions were identified. Finally, all the transcripts were reviewed 
again so that research participant comments relevant to the selected themes could be grouped.  
From the thematic analysis the following key themes were identified: 
 Contextual skills - Mastery of the specific research strategies and tools needed for a particular 
business context 
 Focus on business context- Employees need to understand what is relevant, to be able to apply 
information in a business context, transforming information into knowledge.  
 Business acumen – awareness of business environment gained by seeking out business news, 
networking and gaining work experience 
 Current awareness – up to date information sources and active research can be essential for 
innovation and survival in a competitive environment 
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 Filtering and synthesing information - Ability to filter huge quantities of information and synthesise 
relevant information to meet a specific business need. Critical thinking skills need to be applied to be 
effective in this. 
 People skills- Interpersonal skills are essential in business especially when people are an important 
source of information.  Communication skills enable effective transfer of information and 
persuasion. Social media is an increasingly essential information resource. 
Findings and Discussion:   
Did our participants think information skills were relevant in the workplace? 
The level of enthusiasm displayed by our research participants for the concept of information skills was 
unexpected. In line with research by Conley & Gill (2011) and Goldstein (2014) we found that although most 
participants had not previously heard the phrase ‘information literacy’ and five specifically said it would not 
be used in a business setting, they were unanimously positive about the importance of information skills. 
Our research participants identified information skills as a critical factor in competitive workplaces and 
industries.   
For companies: 
Information gathering ‘liberated a business to see new opportunities and not stick with our own stale 
assumptions … if businesses don’t have good data, if they’re not across the customer issues, if they 
don’t necessarily have the right access to financial data which is current … it will create dysfunction, 
it might limit your cash flow … it might provide poor decision making’ (E1) 
 
Or for individuals: 
It is critically important, whether you have learnt it on the job or through your studies to make you 
more efficient when you do start work its … almost all I do really… finding information, processing it 
interpreting and then providing it as advice to a client (G6) 
 
The concept of the modern ‘knowledge economy’ discussed by Drucker (1969, 1999), which requires 
employees at all levels to have strong information skills, is one that fits the accounts of our research 
participants. 
 “from HR to finance and all the support roles, information is absolutely key now. Workers tend to 
become much more project based or independent … apart from a few very minor roles - using 
information and actually verifying information cuts across our industry all the time” (E8) 
Do we need to find new theoretical constructs for information skills? 
Lloyd (2011) and Inskip (2014) suggest that academic models of information literacy do not translate to the 
workplace. However the Western Sydney University Graduate attribute definition; “Information Literacy: A 
University Graduate … accesses, evaluates and uses relevant information to solve problems and to continue 
learning” was readily accepted by all our research participants who linked it to key topics such as the quality 
of evidence informing decision-making and business outcomes.   
When I read ... the graduate attribute … that is one of our planks in the skills of employees which 
goes from being able to access and evaluate and come up with possibilities … through being able to 
then synthesise and come up with recommendations through to being able to conclude and to justify 
… Our whole reason for being is to be able to solve … complex business problems (E11) 
The differences between ‘data literacy’ and ‘information literacy’ are discussed in our literature review. The 
interviewees made no apparent distinction between ‘data’ and ‘information’ and the complex information 
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environment described by our interviewees also made attempting to distinguish ‘data’ from ‘information’ 
not particularly useful.  Interviewee comments suggest that skills in critical thinking and data (or 
information) interpretation for effective decision-making, which are common to both information literacy 
and data literacy, are more significant than where or how the information (or data) is gathered and/or the 
terms are defined. 
With respect to the digital landscape in particular, the similarity of needs in developing the underlying 
skillsets (e.g. data management skills when working with social media analytics or information management 
skills when selecting content for a website) further emphasised the interconnectedness of the concepts in 
practical business settings. Interviewee G2 noted that, “... there’s a lot of considerations to make and 
information and data and stuff all comes into that, and your ability to kind of analyse and evaluate.”  
Findings from this paper will therefore have relevance to business educators interested in both data and 
information literacy.  
Information skills applied in the business context 
Findings in relation to each of the key research themes are presented in Table 2 below with suggestions for 
application in the university context to make academic study more useful and relevant in preparing students 
for the workplace. Information literacy is just one possible lens to use, like critical thinking, to review 
workplace needs, but it enabled participants to describe a range of situations where information skills were 
crucial to personal and company success in a competitive environment.  Our findings confirmed that 
information skills manifest in the business world very differently to the academic context. Workplace 
research typically focuses on the business need, which provides a different and potentially stronger 
discipline focus compared to academic research activities.  Experiential and active learning opportunities 
based on authentic tasks such as those described by our research participants are likely to engage students 
in deeper learning as they gather information to solve a problem rather than fulfil academic assignment 
requirements. Griffis (2014) suggests such opportunities will foster problem-solving, self-directed learning 
and critical thinking skills, all of which employers value.  Using authentic workplace scenarios such as the 
ones described by our research participants are likely to increase student motivation and engagement.  This 
could be of benefit in improving retention from the first year of university, especially of those students who 
are primarily focussed on their career. 
Table 2: Essential workplace information skills 
Skills (Discussion and indicative quotes) Suggested university activity 
Contextual skills - Mastery of the specific research strategies and tools needed for a particular business 
context 
Our research participants shared rich data about their specific 
workplaces, for example: 
E1 describes how researchers were employed by his joinery supply 
company to investigate the commercial potential of an area, using 
statistics from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) and the Housing 
Association to calculate how many houses were being built as well as 
surveying joiners by phone about their current purchasing practices and 
whether they were satisfied with their current suppliers. 
See also the summary of typical research tasks and information tools 
used in the specific business contexts of each of our research participants 
in Appendix 1 and Table 3.  
Several participants noted that students are motivated to pay attention 
by links to the workplace, particularly when information is presented by 
Re-focus curriculum by using  
authentic business contexts. Many 
research tasks described in these 
interviews could readily translate 
into university assignments. Similar 
investigations at other institutions 
could be worthwhile. 
 
Authentic tasks would support the 
development of data literacy skills 
as well as information literacy.  
 
Involve people from relevant 
industries. Create ‘talking head’ 
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people working in a relevant business:  
“We need to better equip students for the actual world, regardless of 
what they are studying … give some real examples … what pricks their 
ears up are people within their industry …” (G2) 
videos or ask businesses to identify 
real issues they need tackling and 
asking them to assess student 
work.  
Focus on business context- Employees need to understand what is relevant, to be able to apply information in 
a business context, transforming information into knowledge.  
Participants highlighted the importance of linking information skills to 
business purposes, decision-making, actions and results. 
 
“I said ‘Why are you including all this? What is the purpose? ...How is this 
information going to be used in the decision-making? I think that is where 
the gap is, the ability to translate that information into insights and 
knowledge that can actually help people to make decisions” (E5)  
 
Graduates need to be practical, able to be able to pick out what is 
relevant within an overabundance of information and contextualise that 
to meet the required business purpose: 
“Information has to be ‘actionable … so the data has to flow into a story, 
so that it leads you into a conclusion. The State Manager can then put in 
a new sub-strategy or … a new marketing plan or can develop a new 
product or … respond to a customer complaint. So, the quality of the data 
is tested against how actionable it is …” (E1) 
Authentic case studies can be 
incorporated into a course.  At 
WSU case studies were developed 
using information from our 
participants and incorporated into 
a class on applied business 
research. 
Focus on an authentic business 
challenge helps students practice 
contextualising information for the 
task at hand.   
Refocus assignments on outcomes 
- include assessment of how well a 
project plan meets business 
objectives. 
Business acumen – awareness of business environment gained by seeking out business news, networking and 
gaining work experience 
Several employers highlighted the importance of ‘business acumen’ or an 
understanding of and interest in the current business environment: 
 
“So few of them read the daily press and the business journals … it’s 
bridging between the theory that must be taught at university … simply 
just reading the Herald or the Financial Review … you develop a very 
different way of looking at the business world.”(E12) 
 
“The one area that I always find intriguing is – why do they want to work 
in this field and – what evidence is there that they have a strong interest?  
– quite often students don’t have a good answer for that. “(E11) 
Students would benefit from 
learning that effective business 
leaders invest time in developing 
understanding about their 
environment. 
 
Encouraging graduates to read 
business news sources would also 
help them stand out in interviews; 
especially if they show an 
understanding of the hot topics for 
the company and industry they are 
seeking employment in and 
demonstrate interest and 
commitment.  
Current awareness – up to date information sources and active research can be essential for innovation and 
survival in a competitive environment 
Our participants provided many examples of research activity which 
could be significant in determining the future of a business, for example 
in staying ahead of competitors, adjusting to a more competitive 
environment or investigating opportunities to expand: 
“To stay current is probably the most challenging thing in this day and 
age. Like you know if you’re developing an app for one version of 
software and the next one is already on its way out so …if you don’t see 
that in the horizon then you lose …” (G3) 
Authentic commercial research 
tasks such as scoping out the 
potential for expansion into a new 
region or the development of a 
new product could assist in 




An example of relevant research task: 
“The NDIS (National Disability Insurance Scheme) has brought a much 
more business-like approach to not-for-profits operating in this area.” 
They now research business expansion options using field research as well 
as demographic data from ABS and local government to establish areas 
where there is population growth. (G5) 
Assignments could give students 
experience with a broader range of 
current awareness tools 
appropriate to the context (see 
also Table 3).  
Emphasise applying information to 
business context. 
Filtering and synthesing information - Ability to filter huge quantities of information and synthesise relevant 
information to meet a specific business need.  Critical thinking skills need to be applied to be effective in this. 
Many research participants highlighted the value of skills in locating, 
filtering and evaluating information when information is plentiful but 
potentially misleading or irrelevant:   
“When you do a Google search there’s 65 million results that show up. 
You need to have the ability to filter through that and find what’s good 
for you and what’s validated...” (G3) 
 
Awareness of the business context enables an evaluation of information 
in context and judgement of how reliable it is:  “Let’s assume the person 
is talking about market size of a certain sector, but their employee 
numbers don’t match, does it actually make sense? It’s about reconciling 
the data … it’s even more important to analyse it and make sense of it.” 
(E1) 
 
Our employers in particular highlighted the importance of applying 
critical thinking skills to the information gathered in order to produce an 
informed judgement on an issue.  Time scales can be short so it may not 
be possible to conduct an exhaustive search to inform a decision. What is 
‘good enough’?   
 
“A lot of … [students] have quite good search skills … but what they are 
essentially doing is electronic collage with no critical analysis and then no 
synthesis... When you’re … asked to generate a report … you’ve not only 
got to find the information, you’ve got to ensure … the best possible 
coverage given the time and the problem that you’re dealing with, and 
you’ve got to give a good sound synthesis of that material, an informed 
judgement if you like, otherwise it will be flung back in your face by your 
senior managers and the consequences are going to be a lot harder than 
just getting a poor mark” (E9) 
Authentic work tasks can assist 
students gain experience in 
filtering and synthesising 
information from a wide range of 
sources. 
Students can be given examples 
where good decision-making in a 
specific context relies on a critical 
consideration of relevant 
information.  
Business Intelligence capabilities 
are fostered by authentic research 
tasks. 
An assignment based on an actual 
work task with realistic deadlines 
will allow students to practice 
‘good enough’ rather than 
exhaustive research.   
 
This research reinforces the 
pedagogy of “metaliteracy” see: 
Mackey & Jacobson (2011) with 
connections between information 
competencies and academic 
literacies such as critical thinking.  
 
Wider use of social media provides 
educators with opportunities to 
engage students in reflection on 
the reliability of information and 
critical thinking skills to assess 
information. 
 
Educators can create case studies 
to show this focus on research 
skills and critical thinking such as 





People skills- Interpersonal skills are essential in business especially when people are an important source of 
information.  Communication skills enable effective transfer of information and persuasion. Social media is an 
increasingly essential information resource. 
People make up one of the most important elements of the business 
environment whether they are colleagues, customers, suppliers or 
competitors. Information from and about people was gathered in a 
variety of ways for many purposes by our research participants.  See this 
example where communication and social media skills enable G8 to sell 
product and promote her career: 
 
G8 “does research on industries that use a lot of paper … on main players 
in market, get connected with them via LinkedIn … leads [come in] 
through our Samples department … [she also makes] cold calls on 
potential industries and clients …” 
This work requires “communication skills to build relationships and grow 
network of important people to know in industry, presentation skills and 
professionalism when seeing clients”.   
G8 was hired because she had worked for their biggest rival and “had 
knowledge of clients, products, suppliers, printers and last but not least: 
established contacts”. 
 
Several participants discussed how information is presented to others.  
E10 noted a report might be detailed for an immediate supervisor but 
senior executives want a few key points. Information might need 
translating across specialisms in an organisation or for stakeholders who 
do not understand the jargon.  Stakeholders have to be front of mind in 
conducting and presenting business research:   
“It’s about also knowing about how the board’s going to react … So it’s no 
good just going and pulling a whole bunch of data, if we don’t understand 
the strategic consequence and what the board’s going to need” (G5) 
Graduates need to understand the social dynamics of a workplace in 
gathering relevant information or persuading people to embrace change. 
“So the cultural aspects and the social aspect, in the actual workplace 
setting was also very important”  (E10) 
Authentic work tasks enable 
contextualised practice of 
communication and interpersonal 
skills, highly valued by employers.   
Data visualisation skills can assist in 
communicating business 
information and promoting 
evidence-based decision making. 
Authentic projects devised in 
collaboration with local businesses 
can give students practice in 
communicating with clients and 
presenting to professional 
colleagues.  
Providing work experience and 
other networking opportunities 
can give students a head start in 
job-hunting. 
Collaborative work-related 
assignments can provide 
opportunities to develop teamwork 
skills with differentiated roles and 
responsibilities (which would avoid 
the usual complaints about the 
marking fairness of group work). 
 
Information creation is an 
important part of an information 
skill set. Educators can use social 
media to develop student skills in 
this facet of information literacy 
 
Research tools and information sources used in the workplace 
An overview of information sources mentioned by participants and a comparison with typical university 
sources is given in Table 3.  The sources identified are similar to those identified by Sokoloff (2011). Our 
findings also support the suggestion by Heinrichs and Lim (2010) that a focus on common tools used in the 
workplace (e.g. Excel and Survey Monkey) is likely to be beneficial to new graduates.  It seems that business 
research exploits a much wider range of sources than university study and research.  There is some overlap 
where university and workplaces are using the same resources, such as business databases and specialist 
legislation and standards, and only books are used solely in the university context.  If workplace research 
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tasks are used for university assignments students will necessarily be exposed to and develop skills in using a 
more complex and relevant range of business information sources.  Students will also develop essential data 
literacy skills. 
Differences between industries 
Our research participants came from a variety of industries. Our sample is too small to give more than an 
indicative picture of any particular field, but graduates and employers from the same sort of context 
describe similar environments. A number of our participants were involved in tax and business advice (G6, 
G7, G11, E11 and E12) and in those workplaces employees tend to use a restricted range of trusted and 
widely used sources such as Australian Tax Office (ATO) interpretation and guidance as well as commentaries 
provided by publishers such as Reuters and CCH Walters Kluwer.   These sources are encountered during 
university studies where accounting, marketing and economics students are usually directed to use such 
resources by academics as a way of gaining further information about the business context they are 
studying.  Information use in these contexts is controlled by what several participants describe as ‘business 
rules’ which employees have to adhere to.   Others describe complex business investigations drawing 
information from a wide range of sources, including field research. Specific sources are linked to the business 
need.  Many would be familiar to university students, such as government and legislation sources, statistics 
from the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) and business databases such as Factiva and IBIS World but 
others, such as the information from industry associations mentioned by several participants, probably less 
so. A few participants (G6, G7, G11, E3) mention ‘research articles’ but the use of scholarly journal articles 
seems relatively rare.  Some participants commented specifically that they do not use academic sources but 
rather rely on internet sources, valued primarily because of their currency. Businesses that are developing 
new technology in particular emphasised internet sources: 
 … [in] laser technology, the rate of change - we have to keep up with it because every week there are 
new components coming out and new printers … Everything we do is solely online. It’s just very 
available to us, very quick … in this specific field it’s not really relevant to use scholarly articles … it’s 
too outdated. (G12)  
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Table 3: Workplace information tools and practice described by participants compared to university 
 Information sources used Tools for storing and managing information How evaluate information? Ethical issues 
University Books (print and electronic) Endnote and other reference management 
software 
Resources typically evaluated 
for ‘scholarly’ character – 
research evidence  
Plagiarism 
 
Both Legislation and government information: legislation 
and commentary (Austlii, ATO) / 
guides/ interpretation of legislation (ATO, CCH, 
Thomson Reuters)  
Demographic information: ABS, Council websites 
Business Databases (Factiva, IBISWorld) 
News feeds and newspapers 
Journal / research articles 
Physical Library (rare in business) 
Excel Employees can be instructed to 
use specific widely used and 
trusted sources – usually 
encountered at university 
 
Some participants attributed 




Not claiming credit for other 
people’s work in general 
Workplace People: via surveys, workshops, individual 
discussions, phone calls, asking colleagues, 
networking across industry, developing client 
relationships 
 
Internet: websites, blogs, podcasts 
Dun & Bradstreet, ASIC 
 
Information from industry, community and charity 
associations including reports, emails, newsletters 
and networking (via forums and conferences) e.g. 
the Housing Industry Association. 
 And  
Social media: LinkedIn, Twitter, Instagram, Yammer, 
Facebook 
Online discussion forums (Whirlpool) 
 
Databases constructed and maintained 
internally for business information e.g. customer 
and supplier contacts; data on orders, inventory 
and stock use; client data for tax audit, 
 




Intranets, Cloud storage, Sharepoint, Onenote, 
Excel, Knowledge Management Sydney (KMS) 
online calendars/diary 
 
Feedly (RSS feed generator) 
Employees may use own 
judgement to review relevance 
of information to business need 
 
Sometimes peer feedback on 
the reliability of sources is 
sought 
Privacy / confidentiality/ 
research ethics related to client 
information emphasised by 
many participants 
 
Commercial confidentiality e.g. 
prices, patents 
 






Google and Social media 
Almost all of our participants mentioned the use of ‘Google’ to find information.  It is therefore reassuring 
that many of them highlighted the value of skills in evaluating information when information is plentiful but 
potentially misleading or irrelevant. Google is used ubiquitously to access all kinds of online information 
including professional contacts (G2), models of best practice (G4), tax rules (G7), potential sales contacts 
(G8), potential suppliers (G10), developments in new technology (G12), competitors (E3, E7), job candidates 
(E4), government policy, staffing issues (E6) and staff induction (E7).  The information accessed via Google 
and the internet is held in a variety of free or subscription databases and social media platforms as well as 
the websites of government, commercial and not-for-profit organisations.  
Many of our participants mentioned the use of social media channels, particularly LinkedIn, for business 
research.  G8 and E7, for example, use LinkedIn to identify and find out about potential new clients, E4 to 
find information about candidates for recruitment, E11 uses feeds from Twitter and LinkedIn for updates 
from technical experts and G12 describes how they tap into DIY and hobbyist online communities for ‘cheap 
R & D, relying on YouTube’. It was also clear that graduates need to carefully cultivate their own social media 
profile as recruitment agencies and hiring organisations will routinely check them out online. 
Social knowledge in the workplace: people as a source of information 
People make up one of the most important elements of the business environment whether they are 
colleagues, customers, suppliers or competitors. Information from and about people was gathered in a 
variety of ways for many purposes.  Learning from colleagues was very important to many of our 
interviewees who also recognised the collaborative nature of the workplace. They often associated research 
with communication skills and the ability to forge relationships with colleagues, clients and others.  When 
people are recognised as an important source of information, other soft skills such as communication and 
teamwork become intertwined with information skills.  Critical judgement is needed when evaluating 
information from any source, including colleagues.   
Employability and employers’ perceptions of information literacy 
Our employer participants recognised the value of information skills in graduates. They said they did not 
typically consider it while recruiting although several suggested that after our interview discussions they 
would consider how they might include it in the future.  Most believed that someone who has achieved a 
university degree would have good information skills, often described linked with other skills associated with 
university studies such as critical analysis: 
What I would expect is if they do have a degree - … whether you’d call it information literacy, 
whether you’d call it critical analysis skills, it doesn’t matter how you - sound decision-making -  I 
don’t mind what language you use but I would assume that your degree covered all of this off (E9) 
Soft skills such as communication skills, teamwork and interpersonal skills were emphasised by all our 
employers alongside problem-solving and analytical skills and technical knowledge. 
We are looking for evidence of … problem structuring ability – and the other piece … is strong 
interpersonal skills. Our whole business is people and interaction- and we need that – it’s very 
difficult now to be a backroom person who does analysis and doesn’t need the strong interpersonal 
skill piece. (E11) 
Information skills for lifelong learning and professional success 
Employers did not expect new graduates to know everything when they started and were willing to train 
them. They looked for potential for development and eventual promotion.   
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At a base level they should be technically competent – so they have a degree, they are good 
accountants or engineers, that has to be a given, obviously.  For me the competencies I am looking 
for are comprehension skills and perspective skills … we look for their promotability (E1) 
Participants noted the importance of information skills for individual resilience and autonomy, particularly in 
enabling lifelong learning and adaptability. Information skills enable employees to stand out by being reliable 
and effective problem-solvers. Demonstrating relevant business knowledge can impress influential senior 
staff: 
We can never teach anyone everything they need to know, all we can teach them is how to find out 
what they need to know and how to make good judgements. That is the skill I would value the most 
because then they’re self-sufficient, then they don’t lean on other people … then they can bring you 
things, they’re not just waiting to be told or to be shown (E8) 
Good bright young ones, indeed our good ones throughout the organisation, make it their business to 
know which databases can give them pretty good snapshot or up-to-date information feeds… (E12) 
Many of our participants, especially graduates, linked information skills with personal development and 
keeping up in a rapidly changing workplace. 
… my field of HR, it’s constantly changing and you’re constantly needing to update policies and 
procedures so you need to be researching what’s going on and being able to take that information 
and to apply it in your workplace (G1) 
Conclusions  
This research sought to establish the information skillsets educators should focus on providing to students in 
order to best equip them for the workplace.  More specifically, to clarify those information skills of most 
practical value to our graduates and their employers in Western Sydney, so that we could ensure the 
relevance and effectiveness of our information literacy skills provision at Western Sydney University.   
Interviews with local employers and graduates enabled us to develop a better understanding of the research 
strategies and tools required in their workplaces. Our research participants generously provided a rich 
picture of their information environments, including typical research tasks and information resources used.  
These can inform the development of curriculum activities based on authentic workplace practice.  We 
identified a broader range of information resources than those used typically for university assignments, 
such as consumer data, social media, field research and people as a source of information.  Our research 
suggests students should also be supported in developing mastery of commonly used office software.  
Assignments could be set which give students freedom to select the information resources and strategies 
they want to use from the widest possibilities. Alternatively, students could practice with the prescribed 
resources our participants identified for specific work environments such as tax and business advice.  Data 
literacy, with its emphasis on the exploitation of ‘data’, especially digital data, for business purposes provides 
business educators and librarians with an important new focus in curriculum support.  Librarians, in 
particular, should aim for a broad perspective on ‘information’ sources when considering the complex 
business information environment, extending it to data sources which they might not have included 
previously as well as focus on skills in evaluating and applying information in context.  Our participants, 
especially employers, particularly acknowledge the importance of skills in navigating the vast quantities of 
information and data in the contemporary workplace. Teaching students to efficiently synthesise this 




We identified other ways in which understanding of workplace information skills can enable the academic 
curriculum to better meet the needs of the workplace.  Developing assignments based on authentic 
workplace projects focused on a ‘business need’ would provide a worthwhile discipline and improve student 
motivation.  Students would learn how to review information for use in a business context, developing 
contextualised critical thinking skills. Students could develop their ‘business acumen’ or awareness of the 
business environment, which would also enable demonstration of their interest and commitment to 
potential employers.  Our study confirms that skills in finding, evaluating and applying information are 
relevant in the business world, especially when exercised by students in tasks contextualised to the work 
environment. In particular, it is crucial to focus on their ability to evaluate and apply intelligently with 
understanding of context, the information that they gather in the workplace from any source.   
Employers particularly recognised the importance of addressing gaps in soft skills. In our research the 
emphasis on and links between use of Google, social media and people as key sources of information 
suggest academics need to develop students’ communication, interpersonal skills and critical thinking skills 
in the classroom, enabling them to communicate the information they have researched. Graduates could 
also benefit from a ‘metaliteracy’ skills approach, which considers communication, critical thinking and 
information skills together.   
Our study suggests contextualising information skills to the needs of business workplaces would improve 
students’ motivation to learn while at university and would be of significant benefit in supporting the career 
aspirations of students, particularly in developing resilience and adaptability. The overall relevance of 
information skills to employability was evident from our interviews, and this may help convince academic 
colleagues that librarians could be valuable partners in designing work integrated learning for students.  
These findings support the use of experiential learning or problem based learning approach in teaching 
business students at WSU, which has been prioritised at a curricula level since our interviews.  
Recommendations for Additional Research 
There is significant further scope for research into workplace information environments, especially into the 
experience of graduates beginning their careers and best practice in supporting them.  Business academics 
could enrich curriculum activities by conducting research into the local industries where their graduates are 
likely to be seeking employment and developing teaching partnerships with business leaders. Research could 
usefully gather more in-depth information about the information environments of specific industries as well 
as comparing the needs of employees in different positions in a company.  An online survey, which could 
reach a larger number of business leaders, could be beneficial in identifying additional specific resources 
which would be of value to students.  This paper made some suggestions for incorporating authentic 
information tasks into the university curriculum. There is scope for evaluation of the effectiveness of this 
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Appendix 1: Summary of interviewee descriptions of their workplace information environment  
 
Research Participants:  Graduates 
 Job role / Organisation Workplace Information Environment 
G1 Recent HR graduate 
currently job hunting  
Has HR work experience in a Credit Union. Example research task: asked to put a questionnaire together to get candidate feedback on a 
program.  Appreciated value of people as expert information sources. Used LinkedIn for job-hunting.  Main ethical concern in the HR 






Role relates to ‘stakeholder engagement and strategy’ developing and distributing external communications such as media releases, 
statements, social media and public relations.  Often looking for contacts for professional industry people and uses websites and 
LinkedIn.  Monitors membership databases which include contact information, email opt-ins, subscriptions and event registrations.  
Also specialises in digital communications which includes management of website content, e-commerce, email marketing and digital 
campaigns.  
G3 Organisational Change 
Manager in University 
IT Department 
Research is important part of dealing with change in an organisation enabling change to be smooth as possible for a business unit.  
Information gathering relies on excellent face-to-face communication skills and ‘emotional intelligence’ - being able to talk to ‘different 
people appropriately’. Information sources used include the internet, survey feedback, reports and dialogue in Yammer. People have 
great value as information sources: ‘there’s certain bits of information that only someone working in that role for the last 15 years 
would know’. Identified patents, copyright and IP as significant ethical issues.   
G4 Project Officer in 
University-managed 
Student Union  
When appointed was required to do benchmark research against other similar organisations in order to develop models of best 
practice. Used union websites and also phone calls to support staff and student representatives. Also surveyed own student reps about 
support provided.  Emphasised the importance of building relationships with fellow employees from across the organisation who can 
help you understand how to do a workplace task and enable you to ‘collect internal information’.  For ‘external information’ she would 
‘Google’ …  
G5 CEO of Childcare and 
Allied Health Services 
organisation  
Priority has been to research potential business opportunities – using demographic data related to specific locations. Important to 
locate new childcare centres and health services in growing areas where there are families with children. Heavily impacted by new NDIS 
which has brought a new more business-like culture to the organisation. Uses Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) data and field 
research. Uses industry communication, papers and newsletters.  Is a member and gets data from 4-5 industry groups. Ethical issues 
include the need to protect personal data especially of children. 
G6 Works in organisation 
supporting financial 
planners 
Provides financial planners with ‘research background ... to help them develop strategies for their clients and to help them interpret 
legislation, help them understand change that comes from government policy’ and how that might affect the advice they give clients by 
looking at legislation, government policy, government announcements, research papers or trade press articles. Sources are about 98% 
online. Main ethical issue is client confidentiality.  
G7 Employee in 
government body  
Information is very controlled’. Employees have ‘business rules to adhere to’ and ‘a lot of information is given to us … as a government 
organisation’. They use Austlii for law information and ‘use Google to find information ...for a lot of our processes if we don’t know’.  
G8 Employee in paper 
merchant business 
Administrative role selling paper to printers, liaising over contracts and paper supply with designers, corporations and management 
companies and agencies. Research focusses on industries that use a lot of paper – once identified contacts are made using LinkedIn or 
cold phone calls. Information sources include industry related magazines, websites and social media (LinkedIn, Facebook, Instagram). 
22 
 
Companies instruct their employees where they want them to get their information from ‘like a code of conduct. They only allow 
information of trusted companies such as government bodies, leaders in the industry’.  
G9 Student has worked for 
large retail and in 
graphic design and 
photography  
Has held various roles. When working in e-commerce role was required to work across warehousing and logistics, IT and finance, 
accounts and marketing departments – a ‘boundary spanner’.  Research example – researching customer behaviour – e.g. in e-
commerce wondered why people went to website selling their bed-lights on night stands – when they duplicated the searches they 
found the customers were finding results listing pages relevant to ‘one night stands’ and were put off.  Learns from podcasts and audio 
books – listens while commuting in the car. 
G10 Works for wholesale 
supplier to large 
multinational fast food 
company 
Research is usually about reducing costs i.e. investigating cheaper alternatives to current suppliers and using that information to 
negotiate. Analyses payment information input by finance department to see how much is consumed and how much it costs. Will 
compare with other suppliers and other similar products and will ‘present to the management if any good alternatives are available’.  
Uses Excel spreadsheets to collate the information. Also uses surveys of franchisees to gather data about stock requirements. 
Confidentiality of business information is important.  
G11 Tax consultant for large 
accounting firm  
Role is to interpret tax legislation for corporate clients. Information used are tax related, ATO interpretation and guidance and general 
tax laws as well as third party interpretation of certain statutes or existing practice. Resources used mainly tax legislation and some 
commentary databases – sometimes more mainstream media, news sources, newspapers etc. Databases include the Thomson Reuters 
and CCH – then research articles, tax legislation handbooks.  Evaluation of sources is minimal because information is ‘selected for us’, 
resources which are ‘widely used by other organisations in the industry’.  Respect for ‘Private … confidential information’ is of ‘utmost 
importance’ in this workplace.  
G12 Entrepreneur with 
start-up 3D Printer 
business.  
Business involves designing, manufacturing and distributing 3D printers. Research activity: ‘... laser technology, the rate of change. We 
have to keep up with it because every week there are new components coming out and new printers and we have to make sure we are 
at least keeping up with that technology and superseding it.’  Changes in material technology involve research for example they now 
use polycarbonate sheets instead of the more fragile acrylic sheets and this which required different machining technologies and a 
change of design. ‘Everything we do is solely online. It’s just very available to us, very quick’. ‘In this specific field it’s not really relevant 
to use scholarly articles…. It’s just too outdated; you need something more recent.’   
 
Research Participants: Employers/ Graduate Supervisors 
 Organisation/Industry Workplace Information Environment 
E1 Director of a company 
providing advice to 
businesses in trouble.  
Prior was MD of 
Supplier to the joinery 
industry 
Assisting businesses requires ‘being up to date with what’s happening within that business, what needs to happen outside of the business 
to make it improve and all the current trends that are happening to try and actually recover that business from a position of vulnerability’. 
Research conducted by Joinery supply business related to market share, market size and customer feedback.  Researchers were 
employed to ‘interrogate data’ such as the number of houses being built from sources including ABS data, the Housing Industry 
Association and ‘our own database’.  A telephone survey of joiners was used to find out how many were in the area, what they bought, 
what suppliers they used and whether they were satisfied with them.  ‘The market moves quickly, you can’t afford to let the market 
move over two or three years without doing new research and it’s important to keep that fresh’.   
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E2 Volunteering Officer 
at University 
Arranges student placements with community agencies with aim for student to develop work competencies assisting the community 
agency with projects they might not have had time for such as developing a web-site or engaging young people as volunteers. Student 
projects involve a lot of research including the host organisation, relevant issues e.g. the NDIS. One student had to research what staff 
development opportunities were available at an organisation.  He conducted a couple of different staff surveys and interviewed staff.   
E3 Communication and 
Marketing Officer in 
Disability Support 
Service in Not for 
Profit sector 
 
Organisation provides broad range of welfare services to families, from babies up to elderly and carers. Information activities vary - a 
media person needs to be able to research competitors. Junior staff might research and compare costs of promotional items. We need to 
research therapy, new techniques and skills. Employees use the internet researching other organisations, some of our clinical divisions 
would access journals to inform their work. Research evaluation team interviews clients.  The NDIS requires them to be much more 
competitive and ‘much smarter’. Need to gather data from clients and the industry and use it to present options to the board so the 
company can make informed decisions ‘Don’t set up an office in Tamworth when if you do the data analysis only 10 people are there’.  




Organisation is an end-to-end recruitment company for mainly white-collar workforce covering a range of industries such as education, 
government and manufacturing sector. Research involves looking for business, candidate and sales related information.  Main areas we 
would go to are our database, Google or LinkedIn and other social media such as Facebook. ‘Everything’s electronic. We don’t do any 
research that’s done through books or literature or anything like that. We don’t have a need for it. We need...more up-to-date corporate 
information … and for that we utilise the internet and obviously Google searches and company websites and that sort of stuff.’ Main 
ethical issue is privacy of information ‘privy to a lot of sensitive data about people’.  
E5 Marketing and Brand 
Management 
Consultant - also 
University academic 
Provides advice on marketing and brand strategy which involves ‘doing a lot of research and analysing the research and drawing insights 
from that’ and sometimes advises on recruitment strategy – what skills sets, experience and attitudes they should be looking for certain 
roles. Also teaches university units with ‘practical focus’, such as masters project where students choose a company and work on a 
specific project similar to what they would do if they were within the organisation.  They have to go out and research that company, 
about competition and industry and then write reports after analysing the information, drawing insights and linking it back to a theory. 
”How is this information going to be used in the decision making?  





Not–for –profit sector 
This organisation aims to strengthen the work of community organisations working with communities across the region by running 
training, synthesising and communicating government information and developing skills within organisations by facilitating collaboration 
and running strategic planning sessions.  Role as ‘Strategic Development Manager’ is to look at new business opportunities. Most 
research is around changing government policy and opportunities in relation to corporate social responsibility. Employees would tend to 
Google first, they would look at what we have internally, a lot of stuff still sent by snail mail but … the internet, Twitter... “a lot of my up-
to-date information comes, because I subscribe to a whole range of email list’… Currently moving to cloud-based storage – scanning files 
and getting rid of hard copies. 





As HR manager was responsible for recruitment and selection for a variety of roles within the organisation including graduates.   At 
University teaches people management and employment relations.  Employees will need to research for the information specific to their 
role ‘If you’re a sales or a marketing individual then obviously you have to figure out what sorts of information you need for gaining new 
business’. My company was direct marketing and so the sales area had to look for information on competitors gained doing Google 
searches or ‘trawled through their own networks and ... speaking to other industry professionals’.  Information about clients was stored 
in a database. Used LinkedIn particularly for new client referrals. Ethical issues included strict confidentiality in relation to client data.  
E8 Senior role in staff 
training for a large 
media organisation 
Role is to devise and deliver learning for all staff, whether finance staff, admin staff, journalists, camera operators, presenters. ‘Every 
aspect’ of what employees do now requires them to have good skills and being able to find information. Obvious example is journalists 
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 who need to research across multiple platforms, the internet and things like ‘Twitter and social media and every new aspect that is coming 
out… apart from a few very minor roles, using information and actually verifying information cuts across our industry all the time.’  
E9 Management 
consultant with 
experience in IT 
industry 
Casual academic 
Runs own management consultancy with focus on sustainability issues - does contract research for commercial and non-commercial 
organisations. Started in IT industry and moved into outsourcing. Links the investigative process in class ‘to the workplace – when you’re 
actually asked to generate a report, to do some form of analysis, do some form of internal research, you’ve not only got to find the 
information, you’ve got to ensure that you’ve got the best possible coverage given the time and the problem that you’re dealing with, and 
you’ve got to provide a good sound synthesis of that material, an informed judgement if you like. Ethical use of information includes 
acknowledging source of ideas – ‘in the workplace obligation to honour your predecessors’ also copyright from commercial point of view 
is more important.  
E10 Manager of University 




Manages university finances including business processes and financial systems, budget planning and management, ledgers and 
accounts, procurement, travel and other expenses, internal and external financial reporting. Graduates he employed had to understand 
organisational culture and be sensitive to employee concerns at a time of change ‘how we can use …information to shape … the 
transition to a new culture…’  They needed to have a fair understanding of our knowledge bases ... and to tailor a report to the need. 
Some required custom building. Reports might need detailed analysis or a one-line summary for executives. ‘They need to see not only 
what I’m asking but where the information will go and how it will be used’ – ‘the use of that information to accomplish the intended 
purpose’.   




Company traditionally involved in tax audit and also assists businesses looking for help with growth and innovation and managing risk. 
Research activities include ‘business issues – data sourcing, understanding markets those types of things’ - specific research skills in 
certain fields ‘so from a tax perspective it’s how can you structure an issue, identify the problem then work through the business analysis 
piece but then research the thinking and legal precedents and then all that stuff that goes into coming up with a conclusion’  Then there is 
‘data analytics, data analysis, so where there is a vast amount of data for example on the audit side – vast amounts of client data 
available – what are the ways in which you might research or extract findings from some of that.’  Integration of internal data and 
external data sets to come up with meaningful conclusions or to test hypothesis. Information sources used by employees include ‘data 
sets’, ‘specific technical publications’ and ‘service providers that are used from ASIC to Dunne and Bradstreet to Ibis, ABS data’ ‘Being able 
to do media searches and increasingly the use of social media as a research tool as opposed to solely as a broadcast channel .’ 




Employed in the assurance and advisory division which mainly focuses on external auditing. ‘If you were working in corporate finance’ at 
his company or any of the bigger accounting or investment banks ‘you would have … direct access to Bloomberg and Reuters and all of 
that online information and the research that goes behind it … ‘Good bright young ones and indeed our good ones throughout the 
organisation make it their business to know which databases can give them some good snapshot or up-to-date information feeds. … The 
good sharp operators would get into Factiva and order the daily feeds on anything that happened with the company.  
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Appendix 2: Interview questions  
The following were the questions asked employers. The same questions were asked of graduates except we 
adapted the wording, e.g. we substituted “you” for “employees”. 
1. Please briefly summarise the work of your business or your division  
2. We want to find out more about what information skills would be relevant to our graduates working 
in your business. 
 What activities require your employees to do research or to find information in your workplace? 
 What types of information do employees use in your workplace? Please give examples 
 What resources or tools do employees use in your workplace to gather information? Please give 
examples 
 What sort of skills and level of skills are necessary to do this type of research in your workplace? 
Please give examples 
 Please describe a particular situation in which your employees have had to gather and use 
information to solve a workplace issue 
 What do employees use in your workplace to store and manage information? Please give 
examples 
 How do you assess the quality of the information you or your employees gather? Do you have 
set criteria? 
 In your industry how important are ethical issues around information management such as 
copyright and confidentiality? 
3. What, if anything, do you understand by the phrase ‘information literacy’? We appreciate that it is 
not a commonly used phrase in the business world 
4. Western Sydney University aims to equip our graduates with specific skills and competencies. One of 
those is Information Literacy – which is defined as “A University Graduate … accesses, evaluates and 
uses relevant information to solve problems and to continue learning”. How important do you think 
information literacy, as just described, is for graduate or professional level employees in your 
business? 
5. Do you consider information skills when recruiting for your business? 
6. Do you find that, in terms of information skills, university graduates are well prepared to work in 
your business? 
7. What are the most important skills or competencies which students graduating from University 
should have mastered when entering the professional workforce in your business? 
8. In terms of broader skills and knowledge, do you find that university graduates are well prepared for 
working in your business? 
9. What else could or should Western Sydney University do to prepare graduates to work in your 
business?  
